THE ARCHITECTURE AND SCULPTURE OF 
THE JACANNATH TEMPLE AT PURI 


Er. NIMAIN CHARAN PANI 
Life Member, Orissa Engineering Congress 
Fellow, Institution of Engineers (India), Orissa State Centre 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.coni 


THE ARCHITECTURE AND SCULPTURE OF THE JAGANNATH TEMPLE AT PURI 


Er. Nimain Charan Pani 


Life Member, Orissa Engineering Congress 
Fellow, Institution of Engineers (India), Orissa State Centre, 


Evolution of Orissan Temple Architecture : 


Orissa is a great repository of art and culture. Its sculpture and architecture have a 
hoary antiquities that have excelled in many respects. Although the extant remains are very 
scant, we get reference to stupas and chaityas in 6th century B. C. from the time of Lord 
Buddha, The art history of Orissa begins with the construction of a fortified townshp of 
Sisupalgarh, databtie to third century B. C, The rock cut art at Dhauli on the hill slope is 
datable to 269 BC during the reign of Ashok, the great. About hundred years later, Kalinga 
silpis have left behind excellent and superior craftsmanship in Khandagiri and Udayagiri 
hills by carving a series of caves, often double storeyed, 


The temple architecture of Orissa got momentum due to religious and cultural 
resurgence that took place in 6th/7th century A, D. The early temples of 6th/7th century AD 
at Bhubaneswar have much resemblance and similarity with temple architecture of Aihole 
and Pattadakal of Karnatak during the reign of Pulkesin - If of Chalukyan dynasty. 1Iis not 


unlikely that Orissan artists got guidance and inspiration from the Chalukyan of Karnatak due 
to Orissa’s contact with southern states, 


The econcgraphy of Hindu deities like Ganesh, Siva, Parvati, Kartikeya and varieties of 
decorative details like Kirtimukha, animal figurines, geometric pattern scrolls, creepers etc. 
got their appropriate place on different parts of the temple's outer wall, Stella Kramrisch 
has aptly remarked “Architecture Orissa is but sculptures on a gigantic Scale’’, 


The temples of Orissa upto the advent of Ganga period were all constructed on ground 
wiihout platform. But the Genga kings added a new feature by putting up temples on a high 
raised platform as could be seen in Jagannath temple at Puri and Sun temple at Konarak. 
Even Lingaraj temple at Bhubaneswar, built during pre-Ganga period is standing on a low 
plinih. The humble beginning of Orissan temple architecture which started in 6th/7th 
century AD reached its maturity in construction of the Lingaraj temple at Bhubaneswar. The 
architecture however reached its zenith with construction of Sun temple at Konarak built in ihe 
middle of 13th century AD. Gradually there was decline in the art and 
building of temples and virtually came to an end with termination of 
century AD. 


ar chiteciure in 
Hindu rule in 16th 


For the first time, we came acrcss witha Jagamohan in front of the temple with fully 
developed pyramidal roof at Mukteswar., In later temples, besides the deul and Jagamonhan, 
iwo more mandsps were added in the same exis due to ircrease in ritual necessities termed 
as rata mandap or dancing hall and bhcgamandap or hall for offerings. The vertical plane 
of architecture can be divided in to four parts i,e. pitha (base), bada (vertical part of the 
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structure below the tower proper), gandi (trunk) and mastak (crowning elements). The bada 
is divided in to pabheg, jangha, baranda (cornice). In later temples, the jangha has been 
divided in to tala jangha ( lower storey ) and upper jangha ( upper storey ) separated by 


bandhana., 


In the beginning the temple sikharas were of medium heights ranging from 40 to 50 
feet, but in later years the towers of the main sanctum soared up in to the sky with increase 
in height. The tallest temple of the Somabamshi is the Lingaraj temple which is about 185 
feet in height. The next and the surviving tallest sikhara in whole of Orissa is that of Lord 
Jagannath at Puri i e. 215 ft. built by Gangas. It is said that the sun temple at Konarak was the 
highest of all having a total height of 240ft which has now completely collapsed. 


The Orissan master artists conceived the idea of adopting the pyramidal roof in 
jagamohan, natamandap, bhoga mandap in descending heights from one another on the 
same axial alignment so that the siructure may look stupendous and homogenous with 
deul or temple at the back having a majestic tall curvilinear tower capped by amalak sila 


and elegantly scanning the country side. 


Period of Construction of Jagannath temple 


The founder of the Jagannath temple at Puri was Chodagang of Ganga dynasty. He was a 
great warrior. In AD1114, he visited the Lingaraj Temple at Bhubaneswar, which was 
the most ambitious of all temples in the Orissan style constructed todate, Eleven years 
later, Chodagang took the title of emperor after extending his territories from the Godavari 
in the south to the banks of the Ganges in the North. In AD 1135 he levied tribute from 
territories extending from the Ganges in the north to the Godavari in the south. The 
emperor Chodagang, possesser of vast wealth and great power somehow had time to turn 
to his religious duties. Under his reign, the great sanctuary at Puri probably started in 
1135-36 AD and completed shortly before or after its founder died. Chodagang retired 
from his active life in 1147, but inscription dated in his 72 nd 75th regnal year suggest that 
he died in‘ 1150 AD. 


The architectural and sculptural excellance of the Jagannath temple at Puri were 
formerly difficult to appreciate because it was covered wiih thick lime plaster of 18 inches 
(45 cm) thick by Narasimhadev of Khurda in 1636-37, to protect the temple somehow from 
weathering effect. This earned the name of ‘white pagoda’ amongst the European sailors 
(Konarak was known by them as black pagoda). In 1975, the Archaeological Survey of India 
undertook the conservation of the old monument and by now the work is almost over, 


The Layout of the Jagannath temple 


The temple is similar in plan to the others in Orissan style. A central complex of 
four struclures i.e. rekha deul (sanctuary with tower), Jagamohan (assembly hall} 
natamandap (dancing hall) and a bhoga mancap {hall of offering) with pyramidal roof, 
These four structures Jie on one axis and oriented to the east. Originally the rekha deul 
and jagamohan were so placed that the rays of the morning Sun could penetrate in to ihe 
depth ofthe shrine through the eastern door way of the jagamohan. These two structures 
constituted the original temple founded by Chodaganga. The natamandap and 
bhogamandap were added respectively in the late 13th and 15th century. There are vast 
number of subsidiary shrines in the campus and from architectural point of view the 
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shrines of Laxmi, Vimala etc. along with Pataleswar about twenty steps below the surface 
of the inner enclosure are worth mentioning. The layout plan of Lingaraj temple at 
Bhubeneswar and Purosottam (Jagannath at Puri may be seen at Fig.—1l (A) (B). 


Original work  -: ] 
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Fig.—1. Layout Plan of Lingaraja temple (A) 
Layout Plan of Jagannath temple (B) 


Neela Shaila (Blue Mountain) 


It is peculiar to observe that the campus of the Jagannath temple has two enclosure 
walls or prakaras In the book ‘Hindu temple’ Stella Kramrisch points out that existence of 
two such walls or prakaras is unknown elsewhere in North India, The inner wall perhaps 
is a later addition to fortify the temple against Muslim incursions or it may partly be to 
emulate the example of the temples in the South, where use of double prakaras was in 
vogue, The outer wall, pierced on four sides by gate-ways encloses an area of 665ft by 
640ft. and its height varying from 20ft. to 24ft. with serrated battlement. The famous sun 
pillar from Konark stands outside the principal eastern gate, where a flight of about twenty- 
two steps leads up to the inner wall. The area between two enclosures contains various 
gardens, kitchen, cemetary and bathing plaiform, The inner prakara measures 420ft, by 
315ft. and was built by Purusotteam Dev (1467-97 AD). The inner enclosure consists of a 
ruised platform on which the principal shrines are p laced and is known as the Kurma pitha, 


Surmounting the small hill at Puri with a level platform popularly known as 
‘Neela Saila‘ (blue mountain) is not an Orissan concept. Perhaps it was built in imitation of 
the base of the Varadwaja temple at Kanchi. The main shrine of Varadwaja is placed on the 
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top of the square platform raised to a height of about 30ft. The high platform is known as 
‘Hastigiri’, the elephants hill. The high platform Hastigiri was built much before the 
Jagannath temple at Puri was erected according to a 11th century stone inscription. Another 
proof of interchangz of idea or concept between Puri and Kanchi was that the main icon or 
presiding deity was carved of wood and was in a standing posture. 


Description of the rekha deul or main sanctuary : 


The sanctuary of the  rekha deul is about 80ft., sq. and its tower rises to a height of 
214ft.-8 inches from the road level to the top of the stone finial, The,heicht of the rekha deulis 
generally two and ea half-time, the length of the bada 
central pillasters. Inthe Orissen style which 
century, the height of ihe tower bears a 


measured between the raha pagas or 
reached its pinacle in the middle of the 11th 
ratio of 2: 5 to the length of the base. ‘The agni- 


® puran’ recommends the ratio, can rarge 
a +° °" ” between 2 and 3. In the iembple of 
Jagannath, the length of bada is 80ft, 


and the height from the bottom of sub- 
base is 209 ft, hence the proportion 


me ee is 2:6. 
AMLA ନ 
PP @@»» The sanctuary at Puri is known as 


pancharath rekha deul, because the 
3AM CI nL / exterior wall surface is divided into 
five vertical sections consisting of one 
raha paga or central pillaster, two anu 
ratha pagas or intermediate pillasters 
and two kanika pagas or end pilasters. 
The central raha paga is the one which 
projects maximum, while the end 
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Puri, there is an additional 
provision of sub-base below the pitha 
(base), which can not be found at 
Lingaraj temple. The splendid sub- 
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(Fig. - 3). The bada (the vertical wall 
Fig. - 2. The Principal parts of an Orissan rekha deul. 
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section) is divided in to usual horizontal sections as 
described below. The first is the pabhag with its five 

= mouldings starting from the base, the second tala jangha, 
Te | i the lower storey which is provided with deep niches in 
central subsidiary shrines for placing the large images of 
parsvadevatis, These are reached by flight of steps to 
platforms with pyramidal roofs, which are later additions. 
The third is the bandhana with their mouldings. The fourth 
is the upar jangha, upper storey and the fifth baranda, the 
cornice consisting of excellent mouldings, which are 
almost indistinguished for their close packed horizontal 
elements. 


The miniature shrines at the corner, end & intermediate 
vertical pillasters carry images of the dikpalas ( guardian 
of directions )} and below various scenes in relief, 


The magnificant tower commences its curves above 
the baranda (cornice) almost in line with bada, the vertical 
walls, Above in the raha (the central vertical projections) 
almost semi-circular gabakshya ( chaitya windows ) are 
found surmounted by Kirtimukha flanked by two figures, 
squatting lions on elephants on little projecting platforms, 
Garud (mythical bird having the beak and talons with 
KUMBHA body of man), double haunched lions at the corner 
together with cement pylons (which is later addition to 
provide support against collapse), all together act in a 
manner to support amalaki-sila in the shape of flattened 
melon crowning the top of the tower. Unfortunately a 

| TD PO | part of the ponderous fluted disc which was covered 
Fig. 3 Base mouldings of the with a thick coat of cement broke off and fell from the 
main shrine of Jagannath at Puri summit on the western side of the temple in June, 1990. 
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After removal of the lime plaster it is revealed that the various features of the original 
designs have been replaced with a new or modified ones in the lower part of the tower, It 
indicates that disintegration/desecration of stone carving started before 1636-37 AD, when 
the exterior walls were heavily lime plastered, 


The great temple at Puri was built of rose coloured Khondalite. Dark polished 
chlorite was used for sculpting the magnificent Parsvadevatas in the central, southern, 
western and northern niches of ths deul. These parsvadevatas are the various incarnation 
of Lord Purosottam. One cfthe parsvadevatas is Varaha of large size measuring about 
6ft 6 inches in height, clad in silk dhoti and wearing priceless jewelleries. The crafts- 
manship is of high order. The jewelleries are delicately sculpted and silk costumes 
appear almost transparent, The image of Narasimha stands in the central niche of the 
temple having four arms. The upper left arm holds the gada and upper right holds the 
chakra while lower two tear out the entrails of Hiranya Kashipu. Perhaps the finest of the 
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Parsvadevatas is the image of Vishnu on the western side. A great sense of poise, assurance 
and power emanates from the image of Vishnu, The almond shaped eyes are large and 
beautiful. The postures and construction of this Parsvadevates, concsptually demonstrates 
that the Gangas were invinicible chakravartees. 


In the upper Jangha of bada most striking are the images of Purusottam in raha paga 
niche above the Parsvadevatas on three sides of the tower. On the western side the slender 
modelled Krishna stands with one leg gracefully crossed over the other in tribhangi pose, 
Elegantly carved Vishnu stands on northern side. On each side of the sanctum there are sets 
of four miniature shrines with richly framed relief panels depicting various aspects of 
Narayan. Those on the east include the figures of Varaha and Narasimha while the ones on 
the western side have images of Balaram, damaged Buddha and Kalki. Those on the 
northern side contain a seated Vishnu in yogasan and a fine Ram with his big bow as well as 
Krushna and Vishnu. 


Beautiful and massive female figures occupy the recesses of the upper storey. After 
removal of thick plaster, the sculptures are found partially damaged but a few torsos retain 
traces of the finely finished details which once had graceful and proportioned limbs. Just 
like the Lingaraj, they are the works of various bands and include variety of styles. The 
maidens in the Jagannath temple are distinguished from the slim  Lingaraj maiden by having 
large, spherical breasts, sharply indented waists, heavy hips and legs. Lingaraja styles thus 
gave way to heavier, taller feminine forms more round in construction at Puri 


‘What seems the outer door-way facing the Jagamohan (assembly hall) is of six 
ornamental bands (Fig. - 4) These are delicately sculpted and include the usual variations 
on the scroll design some- 
times with plant motifs, 
interwining serpents and 
traditional row of lotus petals, 
In the small pannel over the 


entrance, Gaja-Laxmi is 
depicted blessing with fear- 
lessness, the devotees 
entering the shrine of 
Jagannath. 

Jagamohan : 


This was originaily constru- 
cted alongwith the deul by 
enperor Chodaganga of Ganga 
dynasty, The interior is devid- 
ed by square pillars in toa 


Fig. - 4. Decorative motifs on the main, prabably nave of approximately 35 ft, 
onter doorway to the inner stirine of the Jagannath long with two aisles. Itis 
temple, right side of entrance. 80 ft, square witha height of 


120 feet from the ground. The 
roof is of pyramidal types. 
(Fig. - 5). 
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The erotic structures at Puri 
is mostly on a small scale found in 
Jagamohan, but not the deul, It 
includes pairs of lovers on its 
upper jangha. Two poses of sexual 
theme are favoured by the sculpt- 
ours one a standing embrace face 
to face while in the other, the 
woman supports the man and 
encircles his hips with her leg. 
In addition to these two types of 
oral sex, are often shown fellatio 
and the like, 


Nata-mandap : 


The dancing hall was origi- 
nally an open mandap measuring 
69ft by 67 ft, Its roof is supported 
by sixteen pillars in four rows 
having four in each row. The 
constructional details of the build- 
ing are similar to the dancing hall 


of {jthe Lingaraj temple at 


Fig, 5 The principal parts of an Orissan pida deul Bhubaneswar 


Bhoga-mandap : 


The precise date of the construction of the bhogamandap, hall of offering is not 
known. “‘Madala Panji'’ suggests that it was built during the reign of Purusottamdev 
(1467-97), 


The Bhogemandap stands on a high plinth, consisting of sub-base and base 6ft, 4 inches 
high and 1ft. 5 inches high respectively, The plan of the bhogamandap is Pancharath and 
about 58 ft by 56 ft with a pyremidal roof. The plinth is richly carved. 


The main wall of bhogamandap, contains five vertical sections. The roof is pyramida! 
and contains three tiers of pidas or courses separated by recesses. The lowest, middle 
and upper most tiers consists of six, four and threes pidas respectively. The style of the 
sculptura] fabric of the wails isa later stage development of the art of Konark. The 
exquisite reliefs in the panels of walis throw light on the social customs of the period. 
In one panel of ihe lower jangha depicts a boat rowed by royal servants. The Orissan 
monarch sits on a plaiform erected in a small pavilion in the centre of the boat and a 
lady holds a parasol and thas other offers some refreshment, Debadasis perform dances 
on the boat including singing of songs inthe erotic mood, This is perhaps the Chandan 
Yatra in the Narendra terk, where the monarch has merry time to enjoy the Jalakrida, 
water play. 


The reliefc on the upper jangha of the bada include from right to left, the Durbar 
with the king seated ina regal pose on his throne, Krishna surrounded by maideans and 
cows, a dancing Shiva and Nandi and the monarch sitting on a Swilg suspended by 
chains from a torana. This scence is often interpreted as depicting tees Dola Yatra, or 
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swing festival at Puri, The present.swing was put up in 17th century during the reign of 
Narasimha Dev, the grand son of Ramachandra Dev of Khurda dynasty. Formerly ihe 
wooden images were taken to a swing constructed by Mukunda Dev situated to the south-east 
of the temple outside the enclosure, but about 1560, this swing broke; one of Jagannath’s arm 
stumps was damaged. As a result of this accident and also because of Muslim attack on the 
temple the swing festival was discontinued. Later on however a large torana with a swing 
was put-up in the north-east corner of the outer enclosure and instead of wooden icons, 
smaller proxies (Madanmohan and Lakshmi) were taken for this swing. 


The great Jagannath temple at Puri was perhaps not originally conceived, to be a mere 
replica of Lingaraj temple at Bhubaneswar. One of the Telegu inscription names the architect 
of Jagannath temple was apparently a Telegu, the authenticity is yet to be proved. From one 
of the shrine inscriptions it would appear that Palla of the Karmakar caste who made an 
offering of oil for a perpetual lamp inthe shrine was appointed to build a new temple 
for Purusottam at Puri, 

Southern influence is clearly evident both in the construction and sculpture of the main 
sanctuary. To build the sanctum orn a raised platform (the blue mountain) with two enclosure 
walls or prakaras is not an Orissan concept, Thisis further coroborated in the geometric 
construction of large maidens on the upper jangha whose limbs and torsos are formed almost 
of elongated cones in the southern style and having very slight curves along the edges. 


There is no doubt the Jagannath temple is the greatest surviving achievement of the 
Orissan mediaeval style of architecture still exant and visited by countless devotees, pilgrims 
and tourists, 


( In the OEC Souvenir, 1998-an article was published captioned “The Sun Temple at 
Konarak—a technical over - view from its construction to Ruin’”’., Again in the OEC Souvenir, 
1999, the article “Temple Architecture of Orissa with special references to the Lingaraj 
Temple at Bhubaneswar’' was published, At present in the Souvenir, 2000 the article named 
“The architecture and Sculpture of Jagannath Temple at Puri” is published, The readers are 
requested to refer to previous articles on Konark and Lingaraj temple by the some author 
to have a better appreciation of the evolution of temple architecture in Orissa and to apprise 
themselves of the various archaeological terms used in the articles for facility of proper 
understanding.) 


—‘EDITOR IN CHIEF’ 
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